Heparin biosynthesis.
Heparin and heparan sulfate share the same polysaccharide backbone structure but differ in sulfation degree and expression pattern. Whereas heparan sulfate is found in virtually all cells of the human body, heparin expression is restricted to mast cells, where it has a function in storage of granular components such as histamine and mast cell specific proteases. Although differing in charge and sulfation pattern, current knowledge indicates that the same pathway is used for synthesis of heparin and heparan sulfate, with a large number of different enzymes taking part in the process. At present, little is known about how the individual enzymes are coordinated and how biosynthesis is regulated. These questions are addressed in this chapter together with a review of the basic enzymatic steps involved in initiation, elongation, and modification of the polysaccharides.